SPEN DIBBLE 


The recent news about the kidnapping of an American teacher in Nigeria’s Kogi State, prompts my 
memory of the two times I traveled in that same area. 


Spencer “Spen” Dibble was a missionary there and we met him first at some gathering in Nsukka. He 
may have been a Free Methodist, but denomination is irrelevant given the fact that Spen and his wife 
had been in Nigeria for more than forty years and had established a mission station that was largely self- 
sufficient. During WWII he had served as an American chargé d’affaires, Nigeria at the time being a 
British Colony and a staging-point for American military logistics in West Africa. More later about the 
Dibble mission. 


Kogi State is one of the political subdivisions created by Nigeria’s most recent constitutional revision. It 
is located in what may still be called Nigeria’s Middle Belt, the scattering of tribal territories between the 
sub-Saharan, mainly Hausa-Fulani, North and the forested (or at least forested once upon a time), 
mainly Yoruba-lgbo South. Kogi’s administrative center is Lokoja, on the Niger River a hundred miles or 
so northwest of Nsukka. When we lived in Nsukka, the adjacent part of what is now Kogi was lgalla 
territory and the lgalla are still Kogi’s principal language community. (The Attah of Igalla, the paramount 
chief, had an Igbo surname.) The Igbo villages north of Nsukka bordered on lgalla land. 


My visit to the Dibble mission was my second trip into the Igalla interior. 


Aside from taking the American “MINEX” students to visit the Attah, in Oturkpo — a reasonably large 
town on the main highway north from Enugu to ( ), my first venture into the Igalla “bush” was with a 
visiting Anthropologist -- whose name | can’t remember—making contact with a colleague whose name 
was Jackson. Jackson was an ethnomusicologist who was recording Igalla ceremonial music. (He had a 
tape recorder specially constructed one-of-a-kind for high-quality recording in places unserved by public 
electricity. It carried 36 D-cell batteries, as | recall.) We managed to locate Dr. Jackson in a quite remote 
village where he had immersed himself for a long enough time to establish confidence. He was highly 
excited, having just manage to record a funeral with a woman praise-singer, famous in the area. He 
played the record for us, as its first audience. | later heard it broadcast on National Public Radio, but 
have been unable to find a source for a copy. The woman’s voice was truly remarkable. Jackson said 
she was about 70, and had a rich alto voice. 


We listened sitting under a tree in a typical bush village common area, no manufactured objects or 
building materials, packed red dirt, palm-thatched houses. We were surrounded by children playing 
about, mostly boys, all entirely naked. And, (Ladies, hide your eyes! Cover your ears!) an age-grade of 
boys had just undergone the ritual coming-of-age circumcision. | have a lasting impression of ten or 
twelve bobbing penises wrapped in white bandages! 


